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(54) Check system for monitoring the strain status of high pressure bottles particularly methane 
gas bottles for motor-vehiles 



(57) A check system for monitoring the strain status 
of high pressure bottles partially or entirely made of 
composite material, particularly methane gas bottles for 
motor-vehicles, comprising an optical fibre (4) wound 



around the bottle and including Bragg grating reflecting 
elements (&,. 5 2 , 5 3> ... 5 n ) to detect and turn the me- 
chanical and thermal strain condition of the bottle (1) 
into electrical coded signals. 
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Description 

The present invention is generally related to high 
pressure bottles, and more particularly to methane gas 
bottles for motor-vehicles. 

These bottles, designed for maximum pressure of 
about 200 bar can be produced according to one of the 
following three manufacturing techniques: 

1. Monolithic metallic bottles: made of steel or alu- 
minium by extrusion/heat forming (welded bottles 
are not allowed). 

2. Partially composite material bottles: these bottles 
are also made in one piece of steel or aluminium 
but the wall thickness thereof is not sufficient to bear 
the maximum load; a reinforcement is added which 
is constituted by a glass fibre winding which pro- 
vides the required resistance performance. 

3. Entirely composite material bottles: a thermo- 
plastic material liner is wound along with carbon and 
glass fibres to which the function of bearing the 
whole load imposed by the pressure is committed; 
the liner accomplishes the tasks of both a support 
for the winding and an airtight member (the fibres 
are affected by porosity and, therefore, gas leakage 
therethrough might occur). 

According to the rules presently in force on this sub- 
ject, in some countries only bottles of the above first type 
are admitted, while in other countries the use of bottles 
of the second and third types is also allowed. The bar 
to employ partially or entirely composite material bottles 
is bound to the difficulty of carrying out structural calcu- 
lation thereof, as required by the rules, in addition to 
tightness and burst tests. Actually, some recently oc- 
curred accidents seem to support the greater caution of 
some national laws. 

The present invention is directed in particular to the 
bottles of the second and third type. i.e. whose body is 
at least partially made of composite material, and the 
object thereof is to overcome criticalness of these bot- 
tles due to the uncertainty of their structural calculation. 

More particularly, an object of the present invention 
is to provide a check system capable to monitor the sta- 
tus of local strain of the bottle body over the entire sur- 
face thereof. 

A further object of the invention is to provide a check 
system which is also adapted to perform other functions, 
such as for instance to indicate residual gas charge sta- 
tus (fuel reserve), further to continuous monitoring of the 
mechanical and thermal safety conditions of the bottle 
in use. 

According to the invention, these objects are 
achieved by a check system for monitoring the strain 
status of high pressure bottles, part icularty methane gas 
bottles for motor-vehicles, comprising a body at least 
partially made of a composite material, characterised in 
that it comprises: 



at least one continuous optical fibre sensor wound 
around the bottle and incorporated within said com- 
posite material, said optical fibre including Bragg 
grating reflective elements, mutually spaced apart 
s and having given reflection wavelengths in an un- 
def ormed condition, 

an optical source transmitter to supply a light radi- 
ation to the optical fibre, 
- an electro-optical detector of the light radiation 

10 back-reflected by said Bragg grating, and 

analyser means opera trvely connected to said elec- 
tro-optical detector to compare the wavelengths of 
the light radiation reflected by said Bragg gratings 
with said given wavelengths and to point out any 

1$ variations thereof. 

The optical fibre is conveniently included within said 
composite material upon manufacturing of the bottle. 
The invention will now be disclosed in detail with 

20 reference to the accompanying drawing, purely provid- 
ed by way of nan limiting example, which shows dia- 
grammaticalfy a check system according to the inven- 
tion applied to a high pressure gas bottle. 

Referring to the drawing, reference numeral 1 des- 

2S ignates a high pressure gas bottle, for instance of meth- 
ane gas for motor-vehicles, formed by an inner mono- 
lithic metal body 2, normally made of steel, and by an 
outer composite material reinforcement 3 including, in 
a conventional way, a glass fibre winding. 

30 a thin optical fibre, having for instance a diameter 
of a few hundredths of millimetres and included with the 
fibres forming the winding, and thus incorporated within 
the composite materia) layer 3, is substantially helically 
wound over the bottle 1 . 

55 The optical fibre 4 defines an optical sensor of the 
quasi-distributed type, by virtue of Including a plurality 
of Bragg grating reflective elements S,, 5^ 5^ ... 5 n , ar- 
ranged at predetermined intervals and each having a 
given reflection wavelengths in an undeformed condi- 

40 lion. This wavelengths in the undeformed condition can 
be same or different among the various Bragg gratings. 

The arrangement of the Bragg gratings (Fibre 
Bragg Grating, FBG) and the related operation princi- 
ples are well known in the art, for instance from US- 

<s 5,048,913 and US-5,042,B97, and also well known in 
the imprinting method of such Bragg gratings onto opti- 
cal fibres, tor instance from U&4.B07.950 and US- 
5.367,588. Briefly, these Bragg gratings consist of re- 
flective elements in which the wavelengths of the reflect- 

50 ed light radiation changes when the section of the optical 
fibre containing these reflective elements is placed un- 
der mechanical strain, for instance subjected to traction, 
or is subjected to a change in temperature. As a conse- 
quence, analysing and comparing the wavelengths of 

55 the reflected light radiation with the wavelengths corre- 
spondingtothe undeformed condition of the Bragg grat- 
ings, an indication is obtained about the fact that the cor- 
responding areas of the optical fibre - and thus of the 
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bottle 1 - are or are not subjected to a mechanical strain 
or to a temperature variation. 

To carry out the above, the system according to the 
invention comprises an optical source transmitter 6 con- 
nected to a first branch 4a of the optical fibre 4 for emis- s 
sion, through an optical coupler 6. of a light radiation 
through the optical fibre 4 itself. The portion of the light 
radiation back-reflected by means of the Bragg gratings 
5j , £>2, 63, . , . 5 0 is supplied, via the optical coupler 7 and 
a second branch 4b of the optical fibre 4, to an electro- '<> 
optical detector B in tum connected to an electronic 
processing unit 9. 

In practice the optical fibre 4 enables detecting and 
transforming the focaJ mechanical and/or thermal strain 
conditions of the bottle 1 into electrical coded signals. IS 
The processing unit 9 is designed to de-code the signals 
based upon spectrum characteristics and to provide a 
signal in case the wavelengths of the radiation back-re- 
flected by one or more of the Bragg gratings 5, , 5^ 63, .. . 
5 n does not correspond to the related reflected wave- 20 
lengths in the undeformed condition, further allowing im- 
mediate location of the interested Bragg grating(s). 

In case the reflection wavelengths in the unde- 
formed condition of the Bragg gratings 5,, 5^ % ... 5 n 
is different from one another, the optical source trans- 25 
mitter 6 is designed to transmit the light radiation in a 
continuous fashion, and the signals of the electro-optical 
detector 8 shall be examined thoroughly by the electron- 
ic processing unit 9 within the domain of these wave- 
lengths. 30 

Also envisageable is an embodiment of the optical 
fibre 4 in which the reflection wavelengths in the unde- 
formed condition of the Bragg gratings &,, 5^ 5 3 , ... 5 n 
are same. In this case the optical source transmitter 6 
shall be designed to transmit the light radiation in a 3S 
pulsed fashion, and the signal of the electro-optical de- 
tector 8 shall be considered by the electronic processing 
unit 9 within the domain of time. 

The function and the advantages of the system ac- 
cording to the invention can be summarised as follows. 40 

On the manufacturing point of view: once having 
produced the bottle 1 it is possible to detect during its 
individual testing (generally carried out by loading the 
bottle with oil under pressure) the relationship between 
the inner pressure and the strain status of the wound 4S 
fibres, which would be otherwise unknown or calculated 
with a certain degree of uncertainty. Moreover, construc- 
tion of the parttalry composite bottles (corresponding to 
those of the second type indicated in the above) con- 
templates a step, named 'autofrettage*, consisting of so 
applying, following winding of the reinforcement fibre, a 
pressure within the bottle such as to bring the inner met- 
al wall thereof into close contact with the winding itself. 
This step is necessary for the winding to correctly per- 
form its task of structural reinforcement, but is affected ss 
by a certain degree of indetermination since the metal 
materia) of the bottle, in order to reach definitively the 
above contact, must be brought to its yetd point. Accord- 



ing to current practice, however, it is not possible to 
know with a sufficient certainty whether or not this point 
has been actually reached and to what extent the con- 
tact with the winding determines a pre-loading condition 
of the latter. The system according to the invention en- 
ables to monitor the "autofrettage" operation and to ver- 
ify correctness thereof. 

On the point of view of safety diagnostics system: 
continuous monitoring allows to instantaneously detect 
potentially dangerous mechanical and/or thermal 
(namely a fire) condition and to automatically actuate 
the necessary intervention (opening a gas discharge so- 
lenoid valve). 

On the point of view of useful indication: the inner 
pressure of the bottle constitutes a useful signal to indi- 
cate the status of residual charge of the bottle, i.e., in 
case of methane gas bottles for motor-vehicle, the avail- 
able fuel reserve. 

On the point of view of periodical checking required 
by the law: the rules presentry in force in connection with 
methane gas bottles for motor-vehide require that a 
check control of the bottle tightness is carried out peri- 
odically (for instance every five years), which require re- 
moval thereof from the vehicle in order to perform the 
necessary lest. This practice constitutes a non negligi- 
ble complication tor the user, and anyway it does not 
provide any indication about the actual fatigue status of 
the bottle. By means of the system according to the in- 
vention this practice would be useless, since the signal 
provided by the optical fibre as a function of the pressure 
within the bottle is more than sufficient to indicate the 
fatigue condition thereof. 

Naturally, the details of construction and the em- 
bodiments may be widely varied with respect to what 
has been disclosed and illustrated, without thereby de- 
parting from the scope of the present invention, such as 
defined in the appended claims. 



Claims 

1. Check system for monitoring the strain status of 
high pressure bottles, particularly methane gas bot- 
tle for motor-vehicles comprising a body (1) at least 
partially made of a composite material (3), charac- 
terised in that it comprises: 

at least one continuous optical fibre sensor (4) 
wound around the bottle (t) and incorporated 
within said composite material (3), said optical 
fibre including Bragg grating reflective ele- 
ments (5 V 53, 63, ... s„) mutually spaced apart 
and having given reflection wavelengths in an 
undeformed condition, 

an optical source transmitter (6) to supply a 
tight radiation to the optical fibre (4), 
- an electro-optical detector (8) of the light radi- 
ation back-reflected by said Bragg gratings (5, , 
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SfrSfr... 5 n ), and 

analyser means (9) operativefy connected to 
said electro-optical detector (8) to compare the 
wavelengths of the radiation back-reflected by 
said Bragg gratings , 5^ 5^ ... 5 n ) with said $ 
given wavelengths and to point out any varia- 
tions thereof. 

2. System according to claim 1, characterised in that 
said optical fibre (4) is included within said compos- io 
ite material (3) upon manufacturing of the bottle (1). 

3. System according to claim 1, characterised in that 
said given reflection wavelengths in the unde- 
formed condition of said Bragg gratings (5^ 5^ 1S 
5 3 , ... 5 A ) are different from one another and said 
optical source transmitter (6) is designed to supply 
said light radiation to the optical fibre (4) in a con- 
tinuous fashion. 

20 

4. System according to claim 1, characterised in that 
said reflection wavelengths in the unde formed con- 
dition of said Bragg gratings (5 V 5 3 , ... 5 ft ) are 
same to one another and said optical source trans- 
mitter (6) is designed to supply said light radiation 
to the optical fibre (4) in a pulsed fashion. 
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